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INTRODUCTION
Meeting the Media is a guide designed to provide you with a basic
understanding of how to prepare and handle media interviews of all types.
Although we attempted to make this handbook comprehensive, it is not a

substitute for an in-depth media training experience. However, for anyone
unable to obtain a first-hand, professionally facilitated media training
session, this guide and the accompanying video provide a solid grasp of the

basic skills and strategies you need to succeed with the media.
Throughout this guide, we emphasize three cardinal rules:

1. Know Your Material.

2. Keep Your Answers Short, Direct, and Understandable.
3. Enjoy Yourself.
In the following pages, you will Learn about reporter tactics and methods for

ensuring that your message is delivered the way you want it to be. But, above
all, we urge you to remember that media interviews are opportunities.
The remainder of this guide provides tips and checklists that will enable

you to put your best foot forward in media interviews. Using these tips will

sharpen your common sense and confidence in working with the media.
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ESTABLISHING

M eetin g th e M edia:

BEING

PREPARED
RELATIONSHIPS

Increasing visibility, enhancing your professional image, and molding

public opinion are goals of any effective communications program.

Sound public relations strategy requires key spokespeople to provide
reporters with easy access.

As a news source, you may be called on to respond to a reporter's
request for background information or a more comprehensive interview.

Such requests are more likely to come after a press release has been

distributed. Most publications these days won't simply run a press

release verbatim. Reporters will usually want to discuss additional

details with the principals involved.

To establish yourself as a solid media contact, you need to be more
than an expert on breaking news or trends; you need to be available when

reporters call. Deadlines often determine who will be interviewed and

included in a story. If you are not responsive, efforts to establish yourself as

a media source will be wasted. Once you develop a reputation for calling back
late, or not at all, it's doubtful that the phone will ring again.

Tips

■ Identify professional, competent reporters who may be interested

in covering the topics and messages you want to deliver. Make
sure that the audiences they target are the ones you need to
reach. Develop a rapport with these reporters and always respond
promptly to their requests for information.

■ When you know that an issue or event is about to become
hot, contact those reporters with whom you have established

relationships.
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INTERVIEWING

THE

INTERVIEWER

Before you grant an interview, find out what spurred the reporter to

contact you. If it was an article from a particular publication, ask to see

it. Get the reporter's name, as well as that of the news organization he

or she represents. Make sure you know who else the reporter plans to

interview and what their positions are on the issues to be discussed. Ask
if notes will be taken or if the conversation will be tape-recorded. If the

interview is on television or radio, specify how you want to be identified
and introduced on the air. No matter what the circumstances are, the
reporter should always treat you with courtesy; tough questions come

with the territory, but disrespect is not part of the game.

FIELDING

DIFFICULT

QUESTIONS

Occasionally, reporters will call about issues or events you are not

particularly anxious to address — negative research findings or lawsuits,
for example. You also are likely to be asked questions that your professional

code of ethics, standards, and just plain courtesy prevent you from

discussing. How you respond in such a situation can have an impact on
your reputation and the image of the profession. Consider these two

responses, and think of the images each creates in the minds of the public:

"Officials of Global Accounting Services, former auditors of the firm

under investigation, refused comment on the accusations."
OR
"A spokesperson for Global Accounting Services said that the industry's

professional code of ethics makes it impossible for the firm to comment
on finances of clients without their expressed, written permission."

In the first example, the spokesperson appears to be ducking scrutiny
and withholding information. In the second, by explaining why the firm
cannot release the information, the spokesperson appears cooperative

and perhaps even frustrated.

4

Secretaries should be made aware of the sensitive nature of press calls,

and they should be encouraged to let you know immediately that a
reporter called so that you can respond. This should be the case whether

the subject of the call is a potential problem or a simple request.
Secretaries should be trained to screen calls — get the name of the

reporter, publication, deadline and topic (See Appendix B). Developing a

reputation as a responsive source of information is invaluable.

Tips
■ When you're put in potentially explosive situations, remember
that you do not have to respond to questions on the spot. In

most situations, even though you feel you know what your

response will be, it's a good idea to get as much information as

the reporter has, tell him or her that you will have to check
your facts, and call back with a response.

■ Ask if the caller has a deadline and, if so, be sure to call back
within the specified time frame. If there is no deadline, assure

the caller that you will call back by an agreed-upon hour. This
prevents, to a great degree, a reporter writing that you did not

respond to requests for information.

DELIVERING

SOUND

BITES

Most reporters, and all broadcast journalists, are after a brief response

to their questions. In broadcast terms, the ideal interview response is

called a "sound bite"— an answer to a complex, weighty question that
can be used on the air. A sound bite lasts only 10 to 30 seconds. The

print equivalent of the sound bite is a "quotable quote." Mastering the
sound bite is critical to effective interviews.
A reporter's basic instinct is to simplify. This runs counter to the

instincts of professionals who, when they talk to reporters, tend to

elaborate. A reporter will boil down what you say, and then an editor
will further distill what is written. This is the normal process, and you
should be prepared for it. A continual battle to fit material into a
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shrinking amount of space, or Lack of time in the case of a broadcast, is
responsible for the problem, as well as the reporter's often-minimal

technical expertise.

Although you cannot control the editing process, you can control your
message by remembering that each answer you give will be pulled apart

and only one component used. Each response you give should stand
alone and not contradict your basic position. If a reporter stops taking

notes while you speak, stop talking. If the reporter wants you to
continue, he or she will ask you to do so.

Tips
■ Use reliable sources of information to establish your credibility.

■ Maintain a consistent position on issues. If you change your position,
make sure you say so and explain why. This tactic reduces the

probability that the reporter will check your past statements and
discover the change on his or her own — thus creating an issue.

Don't apologize for taking the position in the past. If the consistency
is a matter of comparing "apples and oranges," say so.

■ Maintain control of the interview. Recognize where the discussion is

headed and use this knowledge to turn negatives into positives.
■ Answer questions with short answers and then embellish if asked.
■ End each interview on a positive note; people remember the last words
spoken more than the first ones.

■ If a reporter or interviewer asks a negative question such as

"Aren't accounting fees outrageous?", don't repeat the negative in your
answer — be positive. A good answer would be, "Accounting fees are

in line with the quality of the professional services provided." In other
words, turn a potentially negative Q and A into a positive expression.

interest in humiliating or discrediting interviewees, they are interested

in attention-grabbing stories and quotations. Remember, reporters
make points with editors by providing exciting stories full of dramatic,

juicy quotes. This is why they may not be happy with an interview in

which you remain calm and your answers are brief, accurate, and to the
point. To get more of the material he or she wants, a reporter may

revert to tried and true tactics to solicit unrehearsed and sometimes
unintended answers. Understanding these tactics will help you keep an
interview balanced and on target.

MACHINE

GUNNING

"Machine gunning" is when a reporter asks several questions at once.
The effect can disarm and confuse the interviewee. If this happens to

you, answer the question that is best for you and ignore the others. If
the reporter interrupts, politely insist on finishing what you are
saying. If you are incorrectly paraphrased, correct the statement.

“WHAT

IFS”

"What ifs" describes a dangerous game that you do not have to play. It

usually works like this: Right after the reporter is told that "damage
from the fire was minimal, and service to the plant should be restored

within several hours" he or she coyly asks: "What if this had happened
at the new nuclear plant?" The best response to questions of this type

is: "That's not a question I can answer because it didn't happen. I have

no way of knowing what circumstances would have had to occur to
know that answer." Or, "That would be speculation, and we don't

speculate on matters such as this."

A G u id e to W o rkin g E ffe c ti v e ly w ith R e p o rte rs
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Controversy makes for interesting headlines. Verbal slips can make the
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TACTICS
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THE

ATTRIBUTION

TRAP

Attribution traps are generally sprung when the interviewee resorts to
one of three phrases: "Off the record," "Background only," and "Don't

quote me." Misunderstanding any of these statements can be disastrous.
The best tactic is to avoid them at all costs. Here is how the reporter will

interpret these words if you should fall into the attribution trap.
"Off the record" means none of the information is to be used in any

form, or without attribution to any source. A common misunderstanding
is where "off the record" information starts and ends. An inexperienced
interviewee frequently forgets to specify, "We are still off the record."
Reporters, thinking they sense the situation correctly, may neglect to

clarify. After all, clarification may not be to their benefit.

"Background only" means the information

may be reported, but not

attributed to its source. This is where the phrase "informed sources" comes

from.
"Don't quote me" is also dangerous. Unless you get a clear affirmation from

the reporter before you make your statement, you run the risk of later
having the reporter claim that he or she never agreed to the stipulation.
Again, the best rule is: Don't say anything you don't want to hear or
see in print.

NEGATIVE

LANGUAGE

Reporters will use negative language to disarm the people they're

interviewing and goad them into saying something embarrassing or
incriminating. Don't allow yourself to be trapped, and don't restate the

negative assumption of a provocative question. This only gives it more

exposure. Deal with the incorrect statement first, then end your answer
positively. If the reporter will not allow you to correct his supposition,

don't answer the question.
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Q. "The complaint against your firm is that you are too large to care."

A.

"We have grown, but we did it by caring and working with our

clients, an ethic we continue to live by every day."

Remember:
There isn't a question you can't turn to your advantage.

AMBUSHING
Reporters will sometimes

resort to

"on

the

street"

or "ambush"

interviews. Ambush interviews are more likely to be confrontational,
even

antagonistic,

than

other media

interview

situations.

These

situations can be difficult to handle if you are not prepared. The first
rule to remember is that just because someone sticks a microphone in

your face it doesn't mean he or she is a legitimate news reporter. Be sure

you know whom you're being interviewed by and for what purpose. Ask

whether your answers will stand alone in a news show, be used as part

of a series of answers by a variety of people, or included in a
documentary.

If you have been stopped by a legitimate news source and it's
inconvenient for you to be interviewed at that time, don't say, "No

comment," or do anything that might suggest that you have something

to hide. Instead, with a smile, tell the reporter that you can't stop now,

that you do want to get your story out to the public, but there's no

time to talk. You can say, "I have a meeting and I'm already late. Call
my office and set up a time. I'm more than willing to sit down with
you." Then move on.

Stay calm, don't panic, and don't be pressured into talking about
things that aren't in your area of expertise.
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M e e tin g th e M e d ia :

Example:

LOOKING
GOOD,
SOUNDING
GOOD
TELEVISION

INTERVIEW

KNOW-HOW

There are a number of additional considerations you will have to take

into account when you grant a television broadcast interview. When
taking part in this type of interview, remember that time is precious. The
reporter will be searching for the most interesting and concise response,

which may or may not be the message you want and need to deliver. Your

greatest challenge in television interviews will be ensuring that the
reporter doesn't boil down your complex one-minute response to seven

seconds. Create your own sound bite before the interview even begins.

TAKE

TIME

TO

PREPARE

■ Develop a list of key message points.
■ Be prepared to answer questions about all facets of the subject.

■ Take time to develop a List of questions you expect, prepare direct
answers to them, and practice making transitions, or "bridges," to the
main point you want to drive home. An example of a "bridge" would

be, "As I noted before" or "Just to reiterate what I was saying."
(See Appendix C)

■ Don't be afraid to repeat your messages.
■ As you are seated in the production studio, use your "antenna" to
listen for possible questions, negative comments, etc.

■ If you have props to use during a television interview, ask the interviewer
for help in positioning the material for the camera. If you have slides to

be shown as part of your presentation, make sure the director of the
program has the slides in the right order and a copy of your script as

a guide to changing the slides as you speak.
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YOU

SAY
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WHAT

M eetin g th e M edia:

WATCH

■ If you are "miked" for a program, assume it's always on. Never say
anything you wouldn't want the audience to hear while you're

wearing the microphone.

■ If you realize that you've made an error during a taped interview,
tell the reporter and ask to do another recording. Don't let anyone

intimidate you on this subject; reporters do retakes all the time.

■ A "stand-up" is when the reporter remains at your facility and wraps up
the story on camera. You are perfectly within your rights, and smart, to

listen. If the reporter didn't understand what you just said, this is when

you are going to find out. If the reporter has made a mistake, let the
reporter finish the "stand-up" and then say there was an error. He or she

will probably be planning to do a retake anyway and will be thankful for

the help. Stay around until the reporter and crew leave.

■ Take control of the interview. Say what you want to say, rather than
just answer the reporter's questions.

■ You are in a highly technical business. Remember that you are not
talking to your peers. Listeners and viewers don't know your business
and don't understand technical jargon. If you do have to use a

technical term, make sure you explain what it means before
proceeding. A good host will interrupt and explain the term.

■ Keep in mind also that in a broadcast, people cannot go back and
reread your comments as they can with a newspaper or magazine.

Make your comments simple and concise. Use simple statistics and

relate them to something that the audience can understand.

■ Call an interviewer or reporter by first name and try to keep the talk

friendly no matter how abrasive he or she may be (this is highly
unusual, incidentally). If a reporter does become aggressive, turn the

question around and answer with your ideas, or whatever main points

you'd like to get across. Use reversal tactics such as, "I'm not fully

qualified to speak about that right now. Let me tell you about what

we are doing" or, "That matter is under litigation right now, so I'm
not at liberty to discuss it."
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THE

MAKE
For a

television

CAMERA

YOUR

interview, your appearance is

ALLY
as

critical as the

preparation and delivery of your comments.

TO

WHAT

WEAR

■ Avoid white shirts and blouses (light blue is best). Dress comfortably,
but be conservative. Medium-toned, solid-colored clothing is best.
Make sure your hair is neat.

HOW

TO

■ Your

ACT

appearance

should

reflect

authority,

intelligence

and

professionalism. This is important for audience reception. Sit up and
slightly forward, cross your legs and look alert. Don't be interviewed

unless you're prepared to speak with authority on a subject you want

to discuss. Turn down invitations to meet a reporter or interviewer if
you aren't comfortable with the subject.
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IMPORTANT
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OTHER

TIPS

■ If you're seated during a television interview, maintain good
posture. Don't slouch or sit in a way that creates a negative,

"something-to-hide" image.
■ Use a natural voice for the test and on-the-air interview. Don't
force your voice.

■ Avoid saying "No comment" or offering off-the-record information.

Use transitional phrases, known as the "bridging" technique, to go
back to your key messages. (See Appendix C)

■ Use your hands only for gestures. Don't fiddle with notes or a pencil.
Don't grab at your ear or push your glasses up repeatedly.

■ Use natural facial expressions. Don't force smiles and don't look
inappropriately serious. Demonstrate sincerity and enthusiasm
throughout the interview.

■ When you're being interviewed for television, ignore the camera
and talk directly to the interviewer.

■ Be relaxed and professional. If you sweat out an answer, even if it is
correct and supportive of your cause, you will lose. This applies if you

appear bored or arrogant — no matter how good your position.

the credits with you on the screen. Wait until the technician or

someone else on the set yells, "That's it!"

______________________________________

■ At the end of the program, sit still. The technicians may be rolling
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A
FEW
ABOUT

WORDS
RADIO

The principles governing radio interviews are by and large the same as

those for television. There are a couple of differences, however:
■ If you're being interviewed over the telephone, don't play the
radio before or during your interview. Many radio broadcasts are

recorded and then replayed several seconds later on a tape-delay.
Playing the radio causes confusion between the interviewer and

you. It also causes feedback.
■ Remember that listeners can't see what you're talking about. Your
verbal descriptions will have to paint a clear picture of what you
want to say.
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presentation and its audience.
2.

Ask the reporter what the questions are and who else will be
interviewed.

3.

Prepare your material and rehearse as much as possible; develop
two or three key message points.

4.

If you're appearing on television, use the set-up time to your
advantage. Chat with the interviewer while you are being miked

— it will help you feel more at ease.

t o W o rkin g E ffe c tiv e ly w ith R e p o rte r

Before appearing on a program, learn about the format, style of
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1.

PREPARED

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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BEING

—

Meeting the Media:

APPENDIX A:
INTERVIEW TIPS
QUICK LIST

THE

MESSAGE

Know what you want to say
1.

Organize your responses around your key points. Limit yourself to
two or three main points and continue to work those points into

the discussion.
2.

Keep your comments brief.

3.

Use the "tiered response" technique: get to the bottom Line first, make
your point, then continue with more detail or statistical evidence.

Talk to be understood
1.

Put your key points up front. Answer in headlines.

2.

Avoid technical jargon.

3.

Deliver your message in human terms and use examples and
metaphors where appropriate.

4.

Speak clearly and with energy. Concentrate on pace, volume and

enunciation.
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5.

Use colorful words to create a visual image for the audience.

6.

Frame responses to illustrate cause/effect or theory/plan of action.

1. Stay composed and keep your temper.

2. If you're interrupted, let the reporter finish, then continue
your response.

3. If a reporter becomes aggressive, use reversal techniques. Turn

the question around and answer it on your own terms.

4. Do not be pressured into talking about issues outside of your
area of expertise.
5. It's okay to say, "I don't know. I'll get back to you on that."

th e

6. If a reporter asks you an "a/b" or "forced choice" question (one

with only two choices for an answer), disregard the limitations
of

the

question

and

respond

with

what

you

want

communicate. Don't let anyone put words into your mouth.

to

7. Be on guard for "loaded pretense" questions in which the context of
the question is based on inaccurate or misleading information.

A G u id e to W o rkin g E ffe c tiv e ly w ith R e p o rte rs

Stay in control

M e e tin g
M e d ia :
_________________________

STRATEGIES

8. "Off the record" is information you do not want reporters to
use in a story. However, these words often mean "danger

ahead." The best rule is: Don't say anything you don't want to

hear or see in print.
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BROADCAST-SPECIFIC

TIPS

Looking good
1. For television interviews, appearance is as important as your words.
2. Wear light-weight clothes in solid colors. Avoid loud or busy

patterns as well as excessive jewelry.

3. If makeup is offered, don't turn it down. The purpose of makeup

is to make you appear more natural under the glare of studio
lights and the scrutiny of the camera.
5. Watch your posture. Lean forward in your seat; if the position is
comfortable, sit at the edge of the chair. Cross your feet at the
ankles. Do not rock or swivel.

6. Use gestures wisely. Lightly rest your hands on your lap and
gesture naturally but not too broadly. Do not grasp your knees or

the arms of the chair.
7. Maintain eye contact throughout the interview, especially during

the tough questions.
8. Television

is

ruled

by

"impression."

Be

friendly

and

conversational. Your goal is to remain relaxed, confident and
energetic.
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Note: This media checklist can be used by support staff to
screen calls.

Date:_______________________________________

Print

Radio

Television

Audience:_________________________________________________________

Interviewer:______________________________________________________

th
eM
e
d
ia
:

Publication/Show:_______________________________________________

Requested Interview Length:____________________________________

Scheduled Date:

Time:

Requested Subject/Issue for Interview:

Others Who Have Been Interviewed for This Story:

M eetin g

Phone:____________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX B :
MEDIA INTERVIEW
CHECKLIST
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APPENDIX C:
TRANSITIONS
AND “ BRIDGING"
TECHNIQUES
Use transitions and "bridging" techniques to return to your key
messages. Here are some examples:

■

That's an interesting question; let me remind you, though . . .

■

Before I forget, I want to tell your audience . . .

■

Let me put that in perspective . . .

■

What's important to remember, however . . .

■

What I really want to talk to you about is . . .

■

What's most important is . . .

■

And don't forget . . .

■

Before we get off that subject/topic, let me add . . .

■

That's not my area of expertise, but what I can tell you is . . .

■

That's a good point, but I think your audience would be interested
in knowing that . . .

• 20 •

■

What I'm really here to talk to you about is . . .

■

Let me just add . . .

■

That reminds me . . .

■

Let me answer you by saying that . . .

■

Let me give you some background information . . .

■

Let's take a closer look at . . .

■

That's an important point because . . .

■

What that means is . . .

■

Another thing to remember is . . .

■

Now that you've covered, let's move on to. . .

■

You may be asking why

■

While

■

As I said . . .

is true . . .

is certainly important, don't forget that. . .
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